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            Introduction

         

         When you hear the words ‘beach holiday’ it automatically conjures up images of lying on golden sands with the sun hot on your skin, relaxing to the sounds of gentle waves and swaying palm trees. Or maybe the quintessential British beach holiday of family-filled shores, ice cream cones and arcade games. However, on Scotland’s beaches sunbathing will not be guaranteed!

         So, why visit? One of the many answers is that whether they are viewed from the sheltered bulk of a Caledonian MacBrayne (CalMac) ferry as it lumbers out of Ullapool, while glimpsing through a rain-splattered windscreen driving on single-track roads along the Ardnamurchan peninsula or on foot while staring out at the Atlantic Ocean from Balevullin Beach on Tiree (Tiriodh), the coasts of Scotland are powerful and breathtakingly beautiful. When visiting its beaches you are connected to this land in a way that feels both familiar and foreign. There is something almost forgotten about yourself that you are reminded of when you take the effort to reach these remote parts of Britain, these spaces that feel like the edge of the world.

         Another reason to visit is that these beaches are truly wild. Whether you want to surf, snorkel, kayak, camp, swim on the open water or just wander peacefully along, these coastlines offer a true escape. Visiting these beaches allows you to have fun, to let your hair fill with salt and your skin be lashed by windblown sand, to enjoy a sunset with family and friends or play in these natural playparks with your children. Here you can forget a world of work and leave responsibilities and worries far behind. Instead, you will be left exhausted and exhilarated, or tranquil and peaceful, in a place where often it is just you, the water and the odd curious seal for a witness.

      

   


   
      
         
            Acknowledgements

         

         I would like to thank everyone who provided photos of the beaches, local information and knowledge, including Colin S Macleod (www.hebseaswimmer.com), Kristin Main, John Phelan, Georgie Gibbon, Emily Woolard (www.tartanroad.co.uk), Eilidh Carr (www.coralbox.ecwid.com), Mahalia Scott, Kathie Griffiths, Duncan Griffiths (www.northuistbunkhouse.co.uk), Louise Reed, Charlotte Small, Alastair McGowan, Paul Webster (www.walkhighlands.co.uk), Douglas Wilcox and Max Holloway. This book could not have become a reality without the detailed editorial work of Jessica McElhattan.

         I would also like to thank my family and in particular my husband, Max Holloway, for their never-ending support.

      

   


   
      
         
            About this book

         

         This book is far from an exhaustive list of Scotland’s beaches; it just touches the surface, highlighting the country’s finest shores. Some of Scotland’s truly hidden gems are not listed here as they can be challenging to reach, and a lot of their magic is in their discovery. The reasons for a beach being chosen for this book were multifactorial, based on its beauty, uniqueness, location and importantly whether it has the infrastructure in place to sustain tourism. Even with this in mind, every location in this book needs to be cared for by those who visit. These are special and beautiful places, which serve as a link to the past through their geology and history, but they are also home to local communities. Many of the facilities located at these beaches are run and funded by these communities or are maintained in partnership between community action groups and local authorities.

         In this book you can read about what are often considered as Scotland’s most beautiful, fun and interesting beaches. For each beach any available facilities and activities you can undertake there are listed, as well as how to reach the beach. Also included is travel advice to twenty-two of Scotland’s islands, including the Isle of Arran, the Isle of Bute, the Inner and Outer Hebrides, the Isle of Skye, Orkney and Shetland.

         
            Top tip

            Throughout the book you will find some top tips, which are little insights I have picked up while living in a coastal tourist hotspot and as a tourist myself.

         

         
            Key

            [image: ] Parking

            [image: ] Public transport

            [image: ] Food and drink

            [image: ] Toilets

         

         
            
[image: ]Slaggan Bay, the Far North-West

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            Beach safety

         

         Within this book there are suggested activities for each beach, including water-based activities such as surfing, kayaking, swimming and stand-up paddleboarding. These are suggestions only and you should only enter the water if you deem it is safe to do so. Weather and tidal conditions can change rapidly and everyone has different abilities. Please read signs on the beaches when you visit about rip tides and undercurrents, and consider the forecast for wind strength and direction if kayaking or stand-up paddleboarding. If you are in any doubt, do not enter the water.

         Additionally, seawater temperatures in Scotland are cold all year round, resting between four and sixteen degrees and often below ten degrees. Cold water shock can lead to drowning, so it is not advised to dive or jump straight into the water. Many swimmers and those taking part in water sports in Scotland wear wetsuits all year round.

         You may find cows roaming many of the beaches mentioned in this book. If you do, take care not to swim in water contaminated with cow excrement.

         In an emergency, call 999 or 112 to contact the emergency services and ask for the coastguard. Emergency services can also be contacted via SMS text message if you have low phone battery or signal. You must register for this service – to do so send an SMS message, ‘register’, to 999. EmergencySMS should only be used if a voice call is not possible. Many of the beaches in this book are in remote locations, so ensure you know how to use your phone to determine your exact location.
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            How to visit

         

         Scotland’s Right to Roam

         The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 gives you a right of responsible, non-motorised access to most of Scotland’s unenclosed land and inland water, as well as the foreshore. This means you can cross land and water on foot or by swimming, self-propelled raft (like a paddleboard or kayak), bike or horse, as well as wild camp (this does not include camping in vehicles). You can exercise access rights at any time, but you should take special care not to disturb local residents when close to property after dark. Certain situations are not included in these access rights, including the use of a motorised vehicle or vessel (except special vehicles for people with disabilities), accessing land used for field sports or when with a dog or other animal which is not under proper control. There is a right to cross a golf course (excluding golf greens) but not for recreational use of it.

         These are your rights provided you behave sensibly and responsibly.

         Behaving responsibly means acting lawfully and reasonably and not causing unreasonable interference with the rights and interests of others. Three basic principles underpin all this advice:

         
            » Respect the interests of other people.

            » Care for the environment.

            » Take responsibility for your own actions.

         

         Visit responsibly

         Do not litter. This includes dog foul (do not bag it and leave it), toilet paper and sanitary products. Bag everything and carry it out. This book includes where the nearest toilets to a beach, if any, can be found, and in tourist hotspots like the North Coast 500 (NC500) there are free public toilets in many villages. Also note that nearly every ferry port has toilets. If you do need to relieve yourself outside, skip the loo roll or dig a hole and bury the waste far from water sources, paths and buildings.
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            Do not light fires. These damage the delicate grass areas around the beaches and risk wildfires. If you must have a fire, use a kit that allows burning not to damage the ground and bring your own wood to burn. Do not damage trees, fences or signs, and do not take other people’s firewood for your fire.

            Close gates and don’t damage fences.

            Park in dedicated parking spaces. Do not park in passing places, on other people’s land, blocking roads including farm access points or on delicate grasslands and machair near beaches.

            Follow guidance for wild camping. Wild camping does not include in or next to your vehicle. Wild camping is defined as camping unobtrusively in a remote location, staying for only one or two nights in one location and in a small group. Most importantly, Leave No Trace – if you carry it in, carry it out.

            Do not disturb wildlife. This includes using existing paths and wooden walkways in place to protect sand dunes and the delicate grasslands and machair surrounding many Scottish beaches. Increasingly there is a problem of people using stand-up paddleboards or kayaks to approach seals and disturbing them from rocks – DO NOT approach seals or use drones to disturb birds or animals. Keep dogs on the lead around farm animals and in areas with ground-nesting birds. Do not feed animals.

            Visit sustainably

            Take your litter home. Do not rely on bins in remote places that are sometimes emptied by local people and become easily overfilled.

            Leave No Trace. Consider collecting three additional pieces of litter you have found on the beach.

            Leave the car behind. Use a bicycle or use public transport and walk to the beach, reducing your carbon footprint and the car burden in these remote places.

            Avoid tourist hotspots. Consider visiting in the off season or choosing less tourist-busy locations.

            Truly wild camp. Choose remote locations, where no one has noticed your presence. Arrive late and leave early. Leave No Trace, including replacing any rocks you have used by putting them back where you found them.

            Stay on campsites. This reduces the impact of ‘dirty’ camping on the land and in local communities.

            Eat and shop local. Seek out local food and produce, which supports local communities.

            Volunteer. Take part in beach cleans or help to maintain paths.

            Donate. Many of the facilities you use are community-run camping spots and toilets; leaving a monetary donation ensures they can be maintained for future use.

            Learn. Research local wildlife and history.

            Report. Flag any breaches of access rights. If a path is obstructed by a locked gate or sign, if you are asked to leave an area where you believe that you may have a Right of Access or if you have a query about access rights, contact the local authority. All local authority websites have details on how to report incidences of access rights being obstructed. xiii

         

         
            
[image: ]Traigh,xiv Argyll and Lochaber

            

         

         Remove All Trace

         It is very easy to take a social-media-ready photo on many of the beaches in this book, however there is a real problem of marine litter that cannot be filtered out. On even the most remote beaches there is evidence of litter and fishing waste such as ropes and nets, as well as piles of waste or plastics embedded into the sand and shells. At many of these sites it is difficult to carry this out.

         Plastics make up a lot of this litter, which cause harm to not only wildlife but also to human health. When visiting these beaches, challenge yourself and those with you to carry out three extra pieces of litter on top of your own. Many beaches have bins on-site or nearby if you do not wish to dispose of it at home.

         Visit the websites below to read more about charities and community groups working to clean up Scotland’s beaches, find out more about the impact of marine litter or discover where you can join an organised beach clean.

         
            » Keep Scotland Beautiful – www.keepscotlandbeautiful.org/get-involved/volunteer

            » Marine Conservation Society – www.mcsuk.org/what-you-can-do/join-a-beach-clean

            » Surfers Against Sewage – www.sas.org.uk/region/scotland-hebrides

            » Take 3 for the Sea – www.take3.org

            » Scottish Government – www.gov.scot/policies/marine-environment/marine-litter

         

         Lifeguards

         There are only seven lifeguarded beaches in Scotland. Two of these beaches are included in this book, although they are not lifeguarded at all times: Coldingham Sands Beach and St Andrew’s West Sands.

         Accessibility on Scotland’s beaches

         There are unfortunately very few beaches in Scotland that are wheelchair-accessible or have accessible public toilets. There are a few organisations on the east coast that offer beach-adapted wheelchairs for children and adults, such as Beach Wheelchairs in North Berwick and Edinburgh, the Hamish Foundation in St Andrews, Dornoch Beach Wheelchairs in Dornoch and Sea the Change at Coldingham Sands Beach. The latter also has an accessible toilet and accessible parking.

         On Tiree you can contact the local ranger to hire beach wheelchairs. Email ranger@tireetrust.org.uk or call 07391 239502.

         Some beaches in Scotland, albeit very few, have slipways from beachside car parks, such as Ganavan Sands in Oban, or boardwalks along the beach such as on Ayr Beach, Portobello and Girvan.

         More details can be found at:

         
            » www.beachwheelchairs.org

            » hamishfoundation.co.uk/beach-wheelchairs

            » www.visitdornoch.com/enjoy-in-dornoch/location/dornoch-beach-wheelchairs

            » www.seathechange.org.uk/coldingham-beach

         

         Dogs

         Please read up-to-date beach information, but in line with Scotland’s Right to Roam, dogs are welcome on nearly all of Scotland’s beaches if they are under control and dog waste is correctly disposed of. There are some beaches, such as those on the Ayrshire coast, that require dogs to be on a lead at all times during the summer season.

         Language

         You will notice Scottish Gaelic (Gàidhlig) on signs and in several of the beach names, many of which also have a Norse influence. In this book Gaelic beach names are given where they also have a common or anglicised name, especially in Gaelic-speaking strongholds such as the Outer Hebrides. Some common coastal words to help read the landscape can be found in the Gaelic glossary.
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            Types of beach

         

         Gravel beaches and spits

         Gravel beaches are formed by sediment being carried by rivers on to the coast. Spits are some of Scotland’s most dynamic coastal landforms, formed by longshore drift that carries sediment along the beach.

         Sandy beaches and sand dunes

         Scotland’s sand dunes represent seventy-one per cent of the UK’s coastal sand resource. Some of our largest beaches are on the Aberdeenshire and Moray coasts and in the Outer Hebrides. Many of the beaches and dunes have formed in the last 4,000 years.

         Machair

         Machair is a coastal habitat unique to the north-west of Scotland and Ireland which comprises sand with a high shell content, creating fertile land for wild flowers.

         Salt marshes

         Salt marsh may be found in upper intertidal areas of enclosed shores. Scottish salt marshes make up fifteen per cent of the total UK resource.
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         The seascape and geology of Scotland’s coasts

         By Dr Max Holloway, Ocean Physicist at the Scottish Association for Marine Science

         
             

         

         The present-day Scottish coastline extends nearly 19,000 kilometres in length, including some 900 islands, of which 93 are inhabited. Most of Scotland’s coastline resides in the west; the Highland region alone comprises nearly 5,000 kilometres of coastline including islands (1,900 kilometres excluding islands), followed by Argyll and Bute with nearly 4,000 kilometres. To put this into context, the straight-line distance between the Mull of Kintyre and Cape Wrath is less than 400 kilometres. The west coast is associated with a meandering coastline, coral beaches and machair. The west’s twisting coastline provides contrasting conditions of shelter and exposure around every corner – from wave- and storm-enduring rocky headlands abutting the full force of the Atlantic Ocean to pristine bays of coral sands and turquoise seas that wouldn’t look out of place in a Caribbean holiday brochure. In contrast, the east coast is associated with estuaries and long, fine, sandy beaches. These extensive east-coast beaches offer a more depositional and sheltered coastal environment. If you are visiting Scotland, you will rarely be very far from a beach, the furthest point in mainland Scotland from the sea being approximately sixty-five kilometres. A wide variety of coastal environments provides endless opportunities for escape and adventure.

         The story behind the formation of Scotland’s landscape and coastline is one of ice and fire. Scotland’s lands and seas are intimately connected – few places in the world host coastlines that boast such contrast, evident as the coast delves seaward hundreds of metres into sea lochs and ascends landward to 1,000-metre peaks over a horizontal distance of just a few kilometres.
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         xviiScotland’s Caledonian mountains were formed around half a billion years ago, during the brief but dramatic Caledonian period, as three continental plates collided (two of which caused the joining of England to Scotland). This crumple zone thrust up mountain chains as high as the Himalaya and fuelled volcanic activity that created the volcanoes underlying Ben Nevis and Glen Coe. Roughly 50 million years ago the Atlantic Ocean opened, separating Scotland from North America and Greenland. This event formed a line of volcanoes running the length of the west coast of Scotland, from St Kilda to Ailsa Craig. Volcanoes remained active for approximately 5 million years, forming Ben More on the Isle of Mull, Ardnamurchan, Rùm, St Kilda, Rockall and, arguably most famously, the Cuillin Hills on Skye.

         From around 2.5 million years ago the Quaternary period began, triggering glacial-interglacial cycles of growth and decay of huge northern-hemisphere ice sheets. These ice sheets carved the shapes of Scotland that we see today, grounding down high peaks and cutting away deep glens and deeper fjords which would later be filled with water as the ice sheets melted and sea levels rose. The ice ages helped to emphasise the contrast between Scotland’s west and east; glacial erosion was more prominent in the west, while glacial deposition was more common in the east.

         During the most recent glaciation, with ice extent peaking between 20,000 and 30,000 years ago, ice covered all of Scotland’s mountains and ice streams flowed in the Minch, the Hebrides and the Moray Firth. Most of this ice had retreated by a rapid warming period just under 15,000 years ago. The result of all this geological ebbing and flowing has placed Scotland’s landscape at the forefront of geological discovery and created these incredible beaches.
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